‘A Touch Of Compassion’  

Sermon for the 6th June 2010 - Rev Allister Lane
LUKE 7: Jesus Raises the Widow’s Son at Nain

11 Soon afterwards* he went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd went with him. 12As he approached the gate of the town, a man who had died was being carried out. He was his mother’s only son, and she was a widow; and with her was a large crowd from the town. 13When the Lord saw her, he had compassion for her and said to her, ‘Do not weep.’ 14Then he came forward and touched the bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, ‘Young man, I say to you, rise!’ 15The dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus* gave him to his mother. 16Fear seized all of them; and they glorified God, saying, ‘A great prophet has risen among us!’ and ‘God has looked favourably on his people!’ 17This word about him spread throughout Judea and all the surrounding country. 

______________________________________________________
In the last two weeks here at St John’s, we’ve had three funerals.

It is appropriate therefore that today’s lectionary reading from the Gospels is about Jesus at a funeral.

This story is not about a funeral in a church, and it’s not a funeral that Jesus was invited to. There is nothing in the story to suggest Jesus knows the deceased or his family – Jesus simply comes across a funeral procession as he arrives at the town of Nāin.

As we know, funerals are intensely personal occasions.

Funerals are events where deep emotions are expressed and grief palpable.
Here at St John’s, as mourners exit the building, the intensely personal occasion is thrust into the public sphere: people walking down Dixon Street are confronted with weeping family and friends and avert their gaze; 
cars stop for the hearse at it drives out onto the street, not showing the regular impatience to get through the traffic lights, but rather keeping a respectful distance.

The occasion of a funeral and the associated symbols still engenders what can only be described as respect.

Is this what we see in today’s Gospel story?

To be honest: not really.

What do we observe about Jesus’ encounter with this funeral?

Rather than averting his gaze or keeping a respectful distance, the first thing Jesus does is address the chief mourner. In identifying the most upset person at the funeral, Jesus says to the man’s mother: “Do not weep.”
It’s a fairly bold approach I think you’d agree.  
This week the Dominion Post reported the story of a man (the ‘Grim Eater’) who has been attending funerals around Wellington filling up Tupperware containers at the afternoon teas provided after the services. This man has been crossing some socially-acceptable boundaries – but Jesus’ behaviour really takes the cake (sorry about the pun).

Yet, as the story tells us, Jesus has good reason to speak this boldly.

Not only does he have the power of God to raise the deceased son back to life, we are given Jesus’ motivation for doing what he does.

We are told: “When the Lord saw her, he had compassion for her”.
The background given in this story tells us the social and economic realities for this grieving woman; not only has she lost her son, as a widow, she has lost her means of practical support. 
Being a woman without any son in a man’s world puts her in an extremely vulnerable position.
Whether Jesus knows this background to the woman’s situation or not, what he expresses is stunningly spontaneous compassion. 
To me it’s one of those wonderful moments where we are confronted with the humanity of Jesus. He’s not this holy figure floating a foot off the ground. It’s like the moment where Jesus says “let the children come to me” – in Jesus we see the intense compassion of God.
This man from God has come with purpose – he’s on a mission. 
And here Jesus does something that reveals what’s at the heart of his mission.

Jesus steps forward and touches the ‘bier’ – that’s the movable frame on which the dead body is carried. Those who are bearing the dead man stop to a halt. In that culture, touching this symbol of death would make a person ‘unclean.’ Jesus therefore demonstrates his commitment to the depths of human experiences.
Those who are ‘bearers of the dead’ stop still at the approach of the one who acts with life: Jesus ‘The Life-bearer.’
In the midst of loss; of grief; of death, the life-bearer speaks.
Jesus addresses the dead: “Young man, I say to you, rise!”

The voice that spoke at Creation speaks life in the midst of death. 

The voice of Genesis that said: “Let there be...” 
says (at this funeral) “Let there be life!”

“The dead man sat up and began to speak.” (v15)
Significantly, the story records that Jesus gave the son back to his mother, restoring her situation.
As well as an act of care, this is a theological statement identifying the significance of what is happening in this encounter. It is revealing how God is the giver of relationships. 
As well as life, at the heart of Jesus’ mission is reconciliation: Jesus has come with the gift of God’s reconciliation. 

Jesus the life-bearer brings God’s power that triumphs over all that disrupts relationship: division, sin, and even death itself.
What does this story say about our experiences?

What does this story say about the funerals we attend? 
What does it say about the last funeral we attend (our own)?
I think that this story is like Jesus peeling back the cover of appearances.

In his words and actions Jesus is peeling back the cover of what appears to be, to reveal the greater reality of God’s Kingdom.

You see, the reality is not always as it may appear.

(referring to ‘wobbly’ column at the front-right of St John’s)  
What’s this column for? (holding up the balcony). It looks like it’s holding up the balcony, but the reality is the strength is up there in the beam.
The reality is not always as it may appear.

Here at this funeral, Jesus peels back the cover to reveal God’s Kingdom.

Throughout his ministry, Jesus allows us a glimpse of God’s Kingdom – the reality which is now-but-not-yet. 
The reality of God which we live in now – but is yet to be brought to fulfilment.

The promise of God is that one day the reality of God’s Kingdom will be complete; for now we have just a glimpse.

This situation can be hard to live with at times. 
We are asked to trust in the promises of God. 

With the Christian faith it seems we are unable to escape from the frustration of having to live without the certainty we all so desire. Being so conditioned to understanding reality from our physical senses, we struggle with categories of reality that cannot be reduced to that which can be observed, measured, and repeated.

This frustration of faith is expressed in the words of this morning’s anthem:

There is a longing in our hearts O Lord, for you to reveal yourself to us.
One day the reality of God’s Kingdom will be complete, for now we have just a glimpse. 
Jesus peels back the cover of appearances to reveal the ways of God. 
Jesus does that in the gospels and does it still, through the movement of his Holy Spirit.

Jesus peels back the cover of appearances to reveal the ways of God’s compassion, justice, forgiveness and reconciliation – ways of God which we long would break into our lives, into our communities, into our schools, our universities, our courts, our political structures – everywhere we yearn for the life we glimpse in Jesus.
This week, how might we live as people given a glimpse beyond mere appearances?
As God’s Word reminds us of the reality of God’s Kingdom, how might we live differently this week?
It’s not just at funerals...

perhaps, our frustration for something other than what we experience could help us welcome the one who bears God’s life.
To this end, may God sustain our frustration for a reality beyond appearances, and strengthen our trust in Jesus’ touch of compassion.
AMEN.

